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DAYTON, Ohio, October 16, 1975 --- "It is a part of the black culture to have 
a weak family structure or a mother-centered family." 
This assumption, which underlies much present government policy, has one weak-
ness, according to Roberta Alexander, assistant professor of history at the 
University of Dayton. It is false. 
Alexander bases her conclusion on the results of research done recently by 
herself and other historians. This past summer, she examined a variety of 
records in North Carolina to explore the problems experienced by freedmen 
immediately after the civil war. 
Part of the purpose of her research~was to test some of the controversial 
conclusions reached by Robert William Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman in their 
1974 book, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery. 
Economists by training, Fogel and Engerman took a radical methodological 
step by applying quantitative methods to the study of history. The conclusions, 
as well as the approach, of these two "cliometricians," have led to widespread 
debate. 
Of particular interest to Alexander was their contention that "the family was 
the basic unit of social organization under slavery. It was to the economic 
interest of the planters to encourage the stability of slave families and most 
of them did so." 
Alexander contends, however, that the planters' interest was not a reason 
for the ~reservation of the black family. 
"The evidence indicates," she says, "that tl"e family was preserved because 
of a strong sense of family in the black culture. Even after families were 
broken up, and the individuals had spent years apart, they sought to reconcile 
after the war." 
A substantial part of Alexander's research dealt with records of marriages. 
Slave marriages were not recorded; when the slaves were freed, they needed to 
register with the state if they wanted marriages of long standing to become 
official. 
Studying the records of these registrations, Alexander discovered two 
distinct facts. 
First, many of those who registered their marriages considered themselves 
to have been married for long periods of time. Many considered themselves to 
have been married for over 50 years. 
Second, in a majority of the marriages recorded, the spouses were owned by 
different planters. So husbands and wives, in many cases able to see each other 
only a few days a year, maintained marriages despite being owned by different 
people. These marriages lasted not because it was in the plante~s' interest; 
the planters had separated these couples. These marriages lasted because the 
couples wanted them to. 
"There is clear evidence now," Alexander concludes, "that a strong family is 
a part of the black culture. If black families are breaking up, it is not because 
of their culture. Even today, in the rural South, the black family is strong." 
Since it is an assumption of some government policies that . black families 
are weak, "possibly," Alexander hypothesizes, "it is those government policies 
which are breaking up the family.: 
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